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Abstract:
“It seems an unaccountable pleasure which the spectators of a well-written tragedy
receive from sorrow, terror, anxiety and other passions, that are in themselves disagreeable
and uneasy” (Hume, 1757).
Horror tries to frighten, shock, horrify, and disgust using a variety of visual and
auditory leitmotifs and devices, including reference to the supernatural, the abnormal,
mutilation, blood, gore, the infliction of pain, death, deformity, putrefaction, darkness,
invasion, mutation, extreme instability, and the unknown1. Supernatural or uncanny
narratives can shape, distort, or reflect the storyline in literary works, but also leads to trick
on canvas. For my paintings, these narratives are negative spaces, distorted or segmented
perspectives, optical or even a fish eye lens, Dutch angle, and ambiguous or zoomorphic
shapes and forms.
Moreover, the fear evoked by horror is related to culture’s cognitive map and
social values. It varies from region to region, and sometimes this variation can exist in one
culture. In his study on belief in demons in the modern Greek countryside, Charles Stewart
found that demons’ physical traits and behavior patterns vary from locale to locale. He
concludes that this inconsistency occurs because “Demons are the clay with which people
mold images of their fears and anxieties, in order to express the fears and anxieties of the
moment effectively, that clay must remain malleable2.” To me, this sounds like the perfect
theme for artistic interpretations.
Aside from cultural differences, there are still some universal characteristics of horror.
Some of them have a much longer history than we imagined. As Lovecraft famously wrote,
“The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of
fear is fear of the unknown.”
I am intrigued by how fear relates to universal anthropological conceptions or beliefs
in monsters, witchcraft, ghosts, magic, necromancy, and how the uncanny and bizarre reflect
the contemporary superstitious milieu. Thus my work is dedicated to examine some of the
oldest paradigms of horror, in order to draw attention to the cultural and historical
significance of these forms, shapes, spaces, motifs or narratives related to the primeval
impulse of the human.
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Paradigms of Horror
Liminality
I believe that, in order to address about primeval fear of mankind, one has to look at
the literary works from classical antiquity. Thus, they shall be the starting point of our
journey. The word “horror” derives from the Greek phryke, meaning “shudder”, and
describes the physical manifestations of shivering, shuddering, and piloerection 3.
According to literary historian Peter Penzoldt 4, Gaius Petronius, a courtier who
worked for Emperor Nero, wrote one of the oldest werewolf stories known to man in his
satirical novel Satyricon. Though the earliest horror stories are usually short, dramatic, and
sometimes without a plot, in the case of Petronius' werewolf story, we can still find certain
elements associated with supernatural forces and fear in the classical period: The night, the
moon, tombstones and woods, a howling wolf and the shapeshifting ability. Undoubtedly,
these elements in Petronius’ narrative reflect some of the earliest major fears of humans.
As one of the most widely diffused animals on earth, the wolf has been surrounded by
numerous gloomy superstitions in many cultures. Wolves' most distinctive features, such as
the howling at the moon and the glaring eyes in the night, are considered supernatural,
mysterious, and terrifying. Wolves pose a significant threat to the grazing sheep and lonely
travelers, thus making them the messenger of death and the incarnation of bestial ferocity.
Therefore, it is not surprising that one of the first fear-evoking monsters in the classical
literature is the juxtaposition of a human and a wolf.
Moreover, Johnston argued that when demons of the horror stories are represented as
juxtapositions of human and animal, or display demonic talent such as shapeshifting, they are
not merely outside of any single, given category, but situated exactly between two categories
that are otherwise considered to be mutually exclusive. In fact, what makes demonic
creatures such as werewolves frightening is not only their supernatural power or the
combination of human intelligence, cunning and bestial ferocity, but also the fact that they
are categorically neither human nor animal. In this case, the greatest horror comes from the
monster’s liminality.
This paradigm of eliciting fear can still be easily found in the cultural products of
today in the form of body horror or chimerical monsters. Thus, it was easy for me to draw
inspirations from disturbingly attractive visuals from J-horror mangas, East Asian folk horror
and sagas, R-rated visual novels, and B-rated movies—especially the ones that combined
horror and a subtle sense of humor, those glitches on the screen, bloopers on the movie sets,
the laughs or the didactics behind the scare. Through a variety of media, I employ this
contemporary visual culture of horror as my core vocabulary, displacing it to different
contexts to construct a nexus of cultural, computational, and psychological forces.
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Figure 1. “Diving Penguin/Howling wolf”, 2021, mixed media on canvas, 16*20 inches.

“Diving Penguin/Howling wolf” (Fig. 1), has depicted a form which resembles both a
diving penguin with a kelp in its beak and a howling wolf with its mouth wipe open at the
same time--- To be more specific, the juxtaposition of the first fear-evoking monsters in the
classical literature and a…chubby penguin, which actually happens to be the mascot of
Tencent Holdings Ltd., a Chinese multinational technology and entertainment conglomerate 5.
On the canvas, the liminality of this chimerical monster is represented by glitchy
marks that resemble animal fur, tentacles, or flagellum structures; and an ambiguous spatial
relationship created by the bold, expressionist black marks and washy, smooth grey colored
field. Together they function as metaphors about culture, ideologies and messages missing in
translation.
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Figure 2. “Kaidan”, 2021, mixed media on canvas, 28*40 inches.

Liminality is also the doorway, the negative space, the limbo, a rite of passage, a
crossroad, an aquelarre, a potion dedicated to Hecate. The common belief that the doorway as
a gathering place for demons and ghosts reflects the connection between liminality and the
demonic in an alternative way, for the threshold belongs to neither the interior sphere
nor that of the outside world6.
Crossroads, interstices, the blind spot at the corner, the 90 degree winding stairs (Fig.
2), all echo the message of danger. Because they fall between otherwise known, defined and
controlled areas—they come to be viewed as just the sorts of locations where demons gather
and lurk. The idea of putting bunnies in the painting came from a horror story online titled
Welcome to the City Zoo! Hope you enjoy your work or journey! The story was composed by
a series of rules 7 instructing the audience to escape from blood thirsty rabbits lurking in the
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city zoo. It certainly reminds us of the shudder and laugh at the thought of a serial killer or a
vengeful ghost messing with high school kids in cliché horror movies 8.
The horror of liminality is not limited, as it suggests that one of the organizational
grids that we have imposed on the world is liable to flux, and “all the means that humans
have developed for dealing with the world as they know it fall short of addressing this new
and disturbing development (Johnston 171)”.
Moreover, as Hall says, “Cosmos, in the sense of all-embracing, all-pervading order,
was taken for granted” in ancient society, and “everything in heaven and earth, in nature and
in society, had been established and set in order by the gods and was still watched over by the
gods9.” Religion or a common belief in the society served to unite cultural, social, and
personality systems. And rituals exist to ensure the link between gods and human beings, and
are repeated to maintain the order of nature and society. This means there will also be fear
related to disturbing the order (which relates to the horror of the unknown), The hybrid nature
of demons is an incarnation of this fear, and the horror of the unknown. Petronius’s werewolf
is a creature that prevents secure categorization: It is categorically neither human nor animal,
thus it is far more frightening than either a normal wolf or a normal man would be (Johnston
172). This is the moment when the horror evoked by liminality leads to an even scarier
direction.
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The Unknown
Since liminality is anything that prevents a secure categorization, any juxtaposition is
disconcerting because it suggests the organizational grids that a culture has imposed on the
world are liable to change. it is anything that means that humans have developed for dealing
with the world as they know it fall short of addressing this new and disturbing development.

Figure 3. “Akrotiri”, 2021, mixed media on canvas, 55*110 inches.
And when the perfect, all-pervading order is challenged by chaos----for instance, new
religious movements, war, famine, pandemic, eclipses or geographical hazard, when society
in general undergoes stress, fear would emerge. According to Driessen, this is the moment
when the official cult of the society starts reacting by means of an intensification of normal
ritual behavior. If increased ritualization fails to reinstate normality, the blame is often
apportioned elsewhere through scapegoating and victimization10.
Though Driessen’s conclusion was specifically referring to the end of Minoan
civilization in Crete, we can still witness similar phenomenon in our world today.
“Akrotiri” (Fig. 3) was named after the Cycladic-Minoan settlement destroyed in
the Theran eruption in the 16th century BC. The goal is to break the perfect, rectangle order,
the theme and composition of traditional landscape painting, swirling oval vortex of wind
cloud, a dynamic composition of contrasting light and dark inspired by William Turner's
work. I used monochromatic colors with molding paste and airbrush, constructed variance in
shades, values, texture and mark-making. I also employed the softness of airbrush to mimic
the visual quality in traditional Chinese calligraphy and the wet-on-wet technique in East
Asian ink wash drawing, addressing the liminality between languages and cultures,
the intercultural dynamics in the world today, and last but not the least---leaving a space for
ambiguity or unknown in the material.
10
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And of course, you cannot fully address the fear of unknown without mentioning the
fear of death. As Voutiras pointed out, human beings individually, and human societies
collectively, have always had considerable difficulty in dealing with the inescapable
phenomenon of death11. It is part of the human condition to want to understand the world
around us. Yet what happens after death remains a mystery, as it cannot be unequivocally
proven while we are still alive. Therefore, the fear of death is fundamentally intertwined with
the horror of the unknown. The feeling of being powerless in the face of the certain yet
unforeseeable end of life is one of the oldest sources of anxiety and fear of humans.
Some cultures and religions have taken this contemplation about death to the extreme,
such as the example of perhaps the most provocative image in Zen Buddhist art-----the
kusozu (Japanese kanji:九相図,Chinsese:九相图), meaning “painting of the nine stages”, a
graphic depiction of a corpse in the nine process of decay and decomposition.

Figure 4. Hanabusa Itchō (英 一蝶), Kusozu: The Death of a Noble Lady and the Decay of Her Body.
Seventh in a Series of 9 Watercolour Paintings, 17th century.

The subject itself is derived from a traditional Buddhist doctrine that urges
contemplation on the nine stages of a decaying corpse12. The teaching dates to the early fifth
century and promotes a systematic meditation on the impurity of a decaying corpse, as an
antidote to the greatest threat to celibate life----lust, craving, greed, or sensual desire (ràga),
also known as the three poisons hindering liberation in Buddhism13. In other words, the
11
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Buddhist idea of dealing with death and lust, is de-mystifying death by exposing ourselves to
the gruesomeness after death.

Figure 5. “白骨觀/Asubha”, 2022, mixed media on canvas, 72*140 inches
The kusozu was executed in Japan from approximately the thirteenth through the
nineteenth centuries in various formats, including handscrolls, hanging scrolls, and printed
books. And can also be found in earlier Chinese documents recounting such images
accompanied with contemplation, describing the overall process as a valued monastic
practice.
The goal of “白骨觀/Asubha” (Fig 5), is to pay tribute to this artistic tradition and add
a little humorous twist to it. Aside from mimicking the visual quality of scroll and ink wash
painting using different materials and tools, and reimaging the motifs from kusozu, the yokai
(monster) paintings/woodblock prints. I have also used segmented space, negative space and
pareidolia to visualize the common narrative strategies used in horror movies. And last but
not least, I’ve left some bizarre, nonsensical and comical Easter eggs (such as a puppy paw
mark or a cartoon skull) to further disturb the order, thus perplex and entertain the viewer.
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The gory, the poor image and Simaetha’s charm:
The last type of horror I would like to address here, is the horror of pure gory and
disturbing imagery. This paradigm of horror often features portrayals of extreme violence,
bloodshed, and visceral imagery.
We have seen some visual representations of gruesomeness in the example of kusozu,
But the art of gory was also brought to us by one of the most famous witches in Roman
literature, Erichtho from Lucan’s Pharsalia. She is a horrifying necromancer from Thessaly
who has the ability to pervert the laws of nature. The Roman poet Lucan presented one of the
most graphic and scariest descriptions of necromancy in classical literature in book six of
Pharsalia :
She sinks her hands into the eyes, she gleefully digs out
the cold eyeballs and gnaws the pallid nails
on withered hand. With her own mouth has she burst
the noose and knots of the criminal, mangled bodies as they hung,
scraped clean the crosses, torn at guts beaten
by the rains, at marrows exposed and baked by the sun.
She has stolen the iron driven into hands, the black and putrid
liquid trickling through the limbs and the congealed slime
and, if muscle resisted her bite, she has tugged with all her weight.
[Lucan, Phars. 6. 541-548]
In Pharsalia, Lucan breaks from epic tradition by minimizing the existence of the
traditional Roman deities. Though Gods and goddesses are no longer the major players in
Pharsalia, the existence of supernatural forces is rather significant in the story. Erichtho’s
power and rite already evoke fear, and the highly graphic description of the scene contributes
to “the atmosphere of sinister foreboding”, thus reflecting "Rome's turmoil on the
supernatural plane14".
The image of the sorceress Erichtho embodies the macabre, disruptive atmosphere of
civil conflict, Bexley also argued that Lucan was linking Erichtho’s black arts with the
cosmic confusion that emanates from Caesar and the later decentralization of Rome 15.
14
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Erichtho corrupts natural laws in the same way that Caesar does. Thus, in this story where
gods are absent, the gore horror functions as an allegory which emphasizes and underscores
the human atrocities.
But in term of addressing the atrocity of man, is it possible to out done Guernica or
Anselm Keifer? Well, the answer is certainly not making anther Guernica.

Figure 6. Mountain of flesh, 2021, digital 3D model.
The idea behind this digital art was straightforward---I wanted to create the texture
and the inexplicable form of a Lovecraftian God, I wanted something that resembles both
flesh and poisonous mercury at the same time. And most importantly, in the case of gory and
visceral content, a 3D modeling on the screen could be more disturbing than the form on
canvas. It’s lex parsimoniae to me.
But the exploration of gory horror doesn’t stop here----don’t forget the inherited guilt,
ancestral curses, and the extreme atrocities in the myth of the House of Atreus in Thyestes by
Seneca. The author depicted Atreus' killing of Thyestes' children and his preparation of them
for table in full and sanguinary detail:
“When with the victims he has satisfied himself, he is now free to prepare his
brother’s banquet. With his own hands he cuts the body into parts, severs the broad
shoulders at the trunk, and the retarding arms, heartlessly strips off the flesh and
severs the bones; the heads only he saves, and the hands that had been given to him in
pledge of faith. Some of the flesh is fixed on spits and, set before slow fires, hangs
dripping; other parts boiling waters tosses in heated kettles. The fire overleaps the
feast that is set before it and, twice and again thrown back upon the shuddering hearth
and forced to tarry there, burns grudgingly. The liver sputters on the spits; nor could I
well say whether the bodies or the flames made more complaint. The fire dies down
in pitchy smoke; and the smoke itself, a gloomy and heavy smudge, does not rise
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straight up and lift itself in air – upon the household gods themselves in disfiguring
cloud it settles [759-75].”
Death is a rather common theme in Silver Age Latin literature, and the horror of the
time in which Seneca lived certainly contributes the gloominess and morbidity in Thyestes
(Poe 356-7). But the character of Atreus in this play is beyond the horror of death,
ghoulishness or atrocities, since there appears to be a disturbing fascination of death: As
Atreus derives enormous satisfaction from his slaughter, there is another satisfaction derived
by the poet from describing the slaughter and by the reader from reading the description. Poe
concludes that Thyestes declares “that it is the satisfaction of a natural human impulse to
violence and ultimately to self-destruction16.” Well, guilty as charged, I suppose this is a
moment of self-reflection, and an opportunity to think about the world I live in. Even though
I seldom intended to incorporate socio-political comments in my work, I always feel that I
have subconsciously did that---by simply selecting the theme of horror.
On the other hand, noted that not all the witches and villains are as “privileged” as
Erictho or Atreus—which was the case of Simaetha in Idyll 2, by Hellenistic poet Theocritus.
Simaetha is a young woman living in Alexandria who tried to perform erotic magic to
recover her supposedly errant lover. Unlike Erictho, her ritual has a bizarre domestic feeling.
Her magic resembles cooking up a baking recipe due to the accessibility of the ingredient 17
(barley, dough etc). Even though there is a universal principle of evil witchcraft that the
power of a charm is in direct proportion to the difficulty of obtaining its ingredients. That
doesn’t mean that Simaetha is a less compelling character. Instead, relating magic and horror
to the daily activities of a woman not only brings the fear closer to the reader, but also invites
the sympathy of the reader and delivers a critique on society.
So, what are the ingredients of Simaetha today? Do the mundane things in our daily
life have the potential to evoke fear? For me, these ingredients have a lot to do with the
modern technologies surrounding us: they are the low-resolution stock images or video clips
from the internet, the famous TV scenes from horror movies such as Ju-on: The grudge or
Ringu. They are the moment when Sadako crawls out of the TV screen, and every moment
when the movie we consume at home possesses the power to devour us; when technology
transforms from a safety net that separates fantasy from reality to a portal to the unknown
abyss.

16
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Figure 7. The moment when Sadako emerges from a TV set, Ringu, 1999

My inspiration came from the techniques behind the low-quality viral image and
video clips: freehand mouse drawing, digital puppetry, poor grammar, segmented narrative,
bad taste, gory visceral content, human-made glitches, etc, and most important of all, very
rough, processey image manipulation, or simply, “the poor image18”.
This circulation of poor images also creates “visual bonds,” as Soviet cinema theorist
Dziga Vertov called them19. These visual bonds have the power of linking the workers of the
world with each other. He imagined a sort of communist visual language that could not only
inform or entertain, but also organize its viewers----sounds like the circulation of cursed
videotape in Ringu. Believe or not, the obsession on the idea of circulation and videotapequality-resolution images does exist today.
Chinese netizens prefer meme images with poorer resolution and created a term
“electric patina20”. A patina is the gloss on the surface of antiquities resulting from age or
polishing. And vice versa, an electric patina would be the change of color and the degraded
resolution of an image, which is, the evidence suggesting an image have been re-downloaded
and reedited, used in social media for many times, heavily compressed over and over again.
The image will look glitchy after some shares. like a zine growing fuzzy with repeated
photocopying----it deteriorates with each use and modification, and it will be completely
indistinguishable at some point in the future (if it can stay trendy for that long). Eventually,
the low resolution formed a metaphor of both the archiving and anti-archiving.
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Patina is something that has a temperature, a mark that is left by human interaction, a
suggestion of circulation, it says something about someone sharing the same interest/feeling
with you at some moment. And it makes us feel less alone and eclectic.

Figure 8. “El aquelarre”, 2022, mixed media on canvas, 28*40 inches

This painting titled “El aquelarre” (Fig. 8) is all about the soft, foggy, “electric patina”
effect created by airbrush. A ghostly figure on the bottom right corner is approaching a
crooked Yggdrasil tree in the middle (One interpretation of the name Yggdrasil asserts that it
originated from the old Norse word “yggr”, meaning “terror”).
The ghostly green hue stretched from the top left corner to the middle resembles the
rust of copper alloy, the cold light of TV screen, the moment when Sadako became a meme,
the visualization of “electric patina”, as it was inspired by a specific bug causing pictures to
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be slightly greener after each load, save and upload process on Android system21.. Giving us a
hint of last piece of the puzzle: Yggdrasil is also the name of an overlay network
implementation of a new routing scheme for mesh networks. It is designed to be a futureproof decentralized alternative to the structured routing protocols commonly used today on
the Internet22.
Undoubtedly, the paradigms of horror discussed in the article can still be found in
many cultural products today. Through recognizing and addressing the ancient origin of
monsters, demons and fear, we can get a better understanding of how they were used to
operate as mirrors of society, how they reflect beliefs and anxieties, and how they functioned
as literary tools and even subtle socio-political comments. May fear prevail.
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